Abstract: Drought is a creeping phenomenon whose effects evolve with time, yet the start and end is often only clear in the hindsight. The present study assessed drought conditions using two categories of drought indicators computed from precipitation data sets measured by weather stations across the Western Cape Province, South Africa for the period 1985 to 2016. The first category was the Standardized Precipitation Index (SPI) accumulated over 3-, 6-and 12-months (hereafter of SPI-3, SPI-6 and SPI-12 respectively). The second category consists of the four Drought Monitoring Indicators (DMI) i.e., Drought Duration (DD), Severity (DS), Intensity (DI) and Frequency (DF). Firstly, analysis of SPI-3, SPI-6 and SPI-12 illustrate that between 1985 and 2016, the Western Cape Province experienced recurrent mild drought conditions. This suggests that the drought conditions experienced during 2015/2016 hydrological year (hereafter current) in the Western Cape Province is a manifestation of past drought conditions. Secondly, analysis of trends in DMI series depict a noticeable spatial-temporal dependence wherein the southern and western regions experienced more severe droughts compared to the eastern and northern regions of the Western Cape Province. Results also show that the DMI trends exhibit up to~8% variability over the past decade. Overall, the current drought conditions in the Western Cape Province continues to adversely affect agricultural production while the water reservoirs are at below 30% capacity implying that the socio-economic impacts of these droughts will continue to reverberate for many months to come. Though the on-going drought conditions in the Western Cape Province is a regular part of nature's cycle, analysis of historical drought characteristics based on drought indicators is an important first step towards placing the current drought conditions into perspective, and contribute to triggering action and response thereof. All these lay the foundation for drought monitoring and contribute towards the development of drought early warning.
Introduction
Drought is a slowly recurring natural phenomenon with its impacts cutting across different sectors (e.g., agriculture, water resources, tourism, energy, ecosystems, etc.) in the society. In particular, droughts are the most complex and damaging natural disasters due to the inherent complexity in detecting the onset and predicting the end of a drought event [1, 2] . Drought inevitably exhibits a recurrent salient feature in the changing climate probably due to the linkage of drought with certain climate patterns. Drought propagates through four main epochs. Firstly, drought originates as a meteorological drought characterized by below-normal precipitation over a period of one to three months. If the drought conditions persist such that the impact results in insufficient soil and subsoil 
Study Area
The Western Cape, depicted in Figure 2 , is the 4th largest of the nine provinces of South Africa, situated on the south-western tip of the country. The province borders the Northern Cape and the Eastern Cape provinces in the north and east, respectively as well as the Atlantic Ocean on the west and the Indian Ocean in the south. Its economy is dominated by manufacturing that accounts for 13% of the provincial economy, followed by construction and agriculture at 5% and 4% respectively, and mining just under 0.5%. The major geological associations found in the Western Cape are: Adelaide Subgroup, Ecca Group, Cape Supergroup, Malmesbury Group, Vanrhynsdorp Group, Namaqua Metamorphic Complex, Enon Malmebury Group and various coastal Deposits. The substrates of the Malmebury Group provide the province's dominant and suitable soils for agriculture. The Western Cape has a warm temperate Mediterranean climate along the coast with hot dry summers and cold winters, often below freezing inland. The average temperature in summer ranges from 15 °C to 27 °C, whereas in winter the average temperature is between 5 °C and 22 °C. Precipitation in the Western Cape varies across the province. In particular, the Western Cape is characterized by three dominant rainfall zones, viz: the winter, late summer and constant rainfall regimes. The Peninsula and Boland areas are characterized by winter-rainfall with sunny and dry summers. Regions towards the southcoast are influenced by all year-round rainfall while the Great Karoo is characterized by summer rainfall. The annual precipitation in the province varies from ~300 mm to more than 900 mm. However, some areas in the Western Cape Province receive extreme rainfall i.e., as low as 60 mm and as high as 3345 mm [18] . 
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Data and Method

Data
The precipitation data analyzed in the present study were collected from 23 weather stations distributed across the Western Cape Province, see Figure 2 for the distribution of the stations. The analyzed data spanned 1985-2016 and were provided by the Department of Water and Sanitation (DWS). Selection of the stations was based on a continuous length of records, less than 5% of missing data per station and the distribution of the stations to fairly cover the province. Characteristics of the selected stations are summarized in Figure 2 . Rainfall total amount varies across the province, with the lowest Mean Annual Precipitation (MAP) (e.g., 148 mm) recorded by the Vredendal weather station and the highest (1813 mm) recorded by the Assegaaibos weather station.
Methodology
In order to characterize the historical droughts in the present study, 3-, 6-and 12-month SPI indices were calculated from pre-processed monthly precipitation data using SPI R package, which is based on the methodology presented in McKee et al. [8] and Edwards and McKee [19] . In this method, a gamma distribution function is used to fit monthly precipitation time series for individual weather stations and the corresponding gamma distribution parameters (i.e., alpha and beta) for each station for the 3-, 6-and 12-month accumulation time scales are estimated. The resulting gamma parameters are then used to find the cumulative probability of an observed precipitation event which is then transformed into a normal distribution with mean zero and variance of one (Edwards and McKee [19] ). The resulting SPI is either positive, indicating wetter conditions or negative, indicating drier conditions. For Drought Monitoring Indicators (DMIs) analysis, the SPI time series 
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Methodology
In order to characterize the historical droughts in the present study, 3-, 6-and 12-month SPI indices were calculated from pre-processed monthly precipitation data using SPI R package, which is based on the methodology presented in McKee et al. [8] and Edwards and McKee [19] . In this method, a gamma distribution function is used to fit monthly precipitation time series for individual weather stations and the corresponding gamma distribution parameters (i.e., alpha and beta) for each station for the 3-, 6-and 12-month accumulation time scales are estimated. The resulting gamma parameters are then used to find the cumulative probability of an observed precipitation event which is then transformed into a normal distribution with mean zero and variance of one (Edwards and McKee [19] ). The resulting SPI is either positive, indicating wetter conditions or negative, indicating drier conditions. For Drought Monitoring Indicators (DMIs) analysis, the SPI time series corresponding to the hydrological year (October to September months) were then used as summarized in the following algorithm:
(a) For each station, a Drought Time series (hereafter DTs) was derived based on the selecting only dry months. (b) The DTs derived in (a) were used to compute the DMIs i.e., Drought Duration (DD), Drought Severity (DS), Drought Intensity (DI) and Drought Frequency (DF). The DS and DI were calculated based on the following equations described in Tan et al. [20] ,
In Equation (1), the subscript e corresponds to a drought event while j represents a drought month. In addition, Index j is the SPI value in month j while m is the duration of a drought event (e). The DF was calculated based on Equation (3).
where n s equals the number of drought events, N s is the total number of years for the study period and s is a station.
(c) Further, the DTs and DMIs were used to compute the trends. In particular, two methods were used to compute the trends of DTs and DMIs. The first method was based on pre-whitening (hereinafter referred to as the "z" method) linear trend analysis procedure proposed by Zhang et al. [21] . This method assumes that both DTs and DEIs series are composed of a long-term trend component and a white noise residual component, thus enabling incorporation of a statistical regression model with serially correlated residuals described by Equation (4) .
where Y t is a climate variable at time t, µ is the constant term, T t is the trend and v t is the noise at time t. Equation (4) can be simplified by assuming a linear trend, that is,
where β represents the slope of the linear region between the climate variable and time. On the other hand, the noise may be expressed as per Equation (6) 
where ∅ r are the parameters of the autoregressive process, p is the order of the auto-regression and {ε t } is white noise, so that Equation (4) can be re-written as
whereby lag-one autocorrelation, AR(1) was utilized. The second method used was based on trend-free pre-whitened trend analysis (hereinafter referred to as the "y" method) described in Yue et al. [22] . This method assumes that, a hydrological time series can be represented by a linear trend given by
and an AR(1) component with noise. In Equation (8), b represents the slope of each combined series and it is estimated using Theil-Sen Approach (TSA) proposed by Thei [23] , Thei [24] , Thei [25] and [26] .
Assuming that the slope is not zero, then linearity is assumed whereby the DTs and DEIs are de-trended by using Equation (9) .
The trend-free pre-whitening procedure is achieved by de-trending the series X t using lag-1 serial correlation coefficient r 1 and then removing the AR(1) from the series, as per Equation (10),
The residual series after applying the trend-free pre-whitening procedure results in an independent series. The identified trend T t and the residual Y t are blended by
The MK test was then applied to the blended series Y t to assess the significance of the DTs and DMIs time series.
Results
Seasonal Trends in Precipitation
Precipitation in the Western Cape Province exhibits noticeable spatial-temporal dependence. Most of the regions in the province receive rain during winter, whereas very few areas are known to be receiving rainfall throughout the year. Table 1 
Analysis of SPI Time Series
This section examines the temporal variability of the observed droughts based on the calculated SPI values. Results for the average time series of the SPI calculated from 3-, 6-and 12-month are depicted in Figure 4 . According to McKee et al. [5] classification of droughts, drought events are defined whenever the SPI values are less than −1, and the more the negative SPI the more severe the drought. Adopting McKee et al. [5] SPI classification criteria, the calculated SPI values in this study depict mild drought conditions in the Western Cape Province over the study period, particularly at seasonal (3-month accumulation period) time-scale. Similarly, the SPI-6 averaged values indicate that the Western Cape Province experienced mild inter-annual drought variability over the study period. The averaged SPI-12 values range between −0.1 to −0.7 for the dry episodes and 0.01 to 1.2 for the wet episodes. The calculated SPI-12 values suggest that the Western Cape Province experienced a mild annual drought variability during 1985-2016 study period. Additionally, Figure 4 shows that between 1985 and 2016, the SPI values depict increasing amplitudes of variability in all the three accumulation periods used in the present study. This pattern of variability suggests that the Western Cape Province experienced increasingly irregular and more intense drought conditions in the past three decades. Overall, the SPI values calculated across the selected time-scales depict seasonal to 
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Statistical Characteristics of SPI
The summary of statistical parameters (e.g., the variance: Var., skewness: Skew. and kurtosis: Kurt) of SPI across the three selected time-scales is given in Table 2 . The variance of SPI values across the stations was calculated to determine the variability of drought within the study region. The results indicate a clear pattern in the variance of the SPIs. In this regard, the variances of the SPI-3 across the 23 stations range from a minimum of 0.2 and highest variance peak at 0.5. For SPI-6, the variance varies across the stations with values ranging between 0.3 and 0.7. The annual SPI-12 depict a variance of three times larger compared to the variance in the SPI-3 values. This annual averaged SPI values depict a slightly different pattern compared to the monthly values wherein the SPI-12 show a smoother pattern compared to e.g., SPI-3. This could be attributed to the inherent extreme SPI values in the three accumulation periods. The analysis of the skewness and kurtosis across the analyzed SPI time-scales illustrate that the SPI has inherent low degree of dispersion. In this study, the coefficient of skewness is used to characterize the nature of the asymmetry around the mean. Results show that the values of the skewness lie between −1.0 and 1.0. The skewness for SPI-3, SPI-6 and SPI-12 is asymmetric towards the left (negative skewness coefficient) in most of the selected weather stations. In particular, skewness for SPI-3 values calculated from 12 stations depicts asymmetric distribution towards the left while the remaining 11 stations exhibit positive skewness. Similarly, skewness coefficient for SPI-6 and SPI-12 derived from 14 stations depict asymmetrical pattern distributed towards the left while the rest (9 stations) exhibit asymmetric positive distribution. In terms of kurtosis, the SPI values depict largely a leptokurtic distribution in 16 weather stations and platykurtic in seven stations on seasonal time-scale. SPI-6 values depict relatively peaked distribution in 13 stations and platykurtic distribution in 10 stations. For SPI-12 values, the distribution of drought is leptokurtic in 14 weather stations and platykurtic in 9 stations. Overall, the kurtosis statistics obtained in the present study suggests that the temporal distribution of rainfall in the Western Cape Province of South Africa exhibits a leptokurtic distribution, a phenomenon that is common in semi-arid regions (see for example studies by Mzezewa et al. [27] ). 
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Trends in Drought Monitoring Indicators Characteristics
This study analyzed trends and their significance (at <0.05 significance level) using various drought characteristics including drought duration, frequency, intensity and severity. Figure 5 depicts the interpolated surface trends and significance trends in drought duration at the selected weather stations. As depicted in the figure, Figure 5A -C corresponds to the SPI-3, SPI-6 and SPI-12 trends, respectively. Trends calculated using SPI-3 time series illustrate that the drought duration exhibits positive weak trends in most parts of the study area. In particular, weak positive trends occur towards the eastern part of the province, covering Breede-Gouritz Water Management Area, whereas the trends slightly increase towards the western part of the province. Negative trends (this cover <20% of the province) occur towards the west, covering the lower Berg-Olifants Water Management Area. In contrast, SPI-6 and SPI-12 results depict negative trends in the interior regions and towards the eastern-lower regions of the province, whereas positive trends are observed towards the western part of the province. SPI-3 trends exhibit statistically insignificant trends across the stations, whereas only one weather station depicts subtle (only pockets) significant trends in both SPI-6 and SPI-12 trends. In the last three decades, the Western Cape Province has experienced persistent droughts with absolute percent changes in trends ranging from 2% to 4% across the SPI-3, SPI-6 and SPI-12 accumulation periods. Figure 6 depicts trends and the associated significant trends in drought intensity across SPI-3, SPI-6 and SPI-12 accumulation time-scales. Trends in drought intensity derived using SPI-3 (A) depict a decreasing pattern in drought intensity, particularly around Breede-Gouritz Water Management Area, from the central area and towards the east upper region. On the other hand, parts of the lower east region as well as towards the west upper areas comprising of the Berg-Olfants Water Management Area exhibit zero to positive trends in drought intensity. In terms of the SPI-6 trends, Figure 6B depicts subtle positive and negative drought intensity trends across the Western Cape Province. Furthermore, trends calculated from SPI-12 time series (C) depict a similar pattern to those calculated using SPI-3 time series. In addition, the calculated trends are mostly statistically insignificant across the considered time-scales. In general, the Western Cape Province has experienced approximately 4% absolute changes in drought intensity over the last three decades. Province. Furthermore, trends calculated from SPI-12 time series (C) depict a similar pattern to those calculated using SPI-3 time series. In addition, the calculated trends are mostly statistically insignificant across the considered time-scales. In general, the Western Cape Province has experienced approximately 4% absolute changes in drought intensity over the last three decades. Trends and significant trends in drought frequency are shown in Figure 7 . Trends in drought frequency across the three time-sales delineate the study area into two regions. For instance, the interior Trends and significant trends in drought frequency are shown in Figure 7 . Trends in drought frequency across the three time-sales delineate the study area into two regions. For instance, the interior areas and towards the eastern regions (mostly in the Berg-Olfants Water management Area) exhibit negative trends in drought frequency whereas positive trends are observed in the interior and towards the west regions of the Province, covering the Breede-Gouritz Water Management Area. In particular, the Berg-Olfants Water management Area has experienced~8% positive changes in drought frequency while the Berg-Olfants Water management Area has experienced~7% negative changes in drought frequency over the last three decades. In general, the Western Cape Province exhibit largely zero to statistically insignificant positive trends across SPI-3, SPI-6 and SPI-12 accumulation periods.
Water 2017, 9, 876 12 of 16 areas and towards the eastern regions (mostly in the Berg-Olfants Water management Area) exhibit negative trends in drought frequency whereas positive trends are observed in the interior and towards the west regions of the Province, covering the Breede-Gouritz Water Management Area. In particular, the Berg-Olfants Water management Area has experienced ~8% positive changes in drought frequency while the Berg-Olfants Water management Area has experienced ~7% negative changes in drought frequency over the last three decades. In general, the Western Cape Province exhibit largely zero to statistically insignificant positive trends across SPI-3, SPI-6 and SPI-12 accumulation periods. Figure 8 depicts results for trends and significant trends in drought severity across the three selected time-scales. Based on SPI-3 (A) and SPI-6 (B) time series, drought severity depicts statistically insignificant positive trends in some areas especially in the interior and western regions of the Western Cape Province. These areas include the Berg, Olfants/Doorn and Gamtoos rivers drainage regions of the Western Cape Province. The negative trends are mostly in the eastern interior regions i.e., across some regions of the Breede, and Gouritz drainage regions. For the SPI-12 time series, the trends delineate the Western Province into two regions i.e., western region exhibiting largely positive trends (but near zero) and the eastern region exhibiting largely negative trends. In most parts of the Western Cape Province, the trends are statistically insignificant across the SPI-3, SPI-6 and SPI-12 accumulation periods.
Water 2017, 9, 876 13 of 16 Figure 8 depicts results for trends and significant trends in drought severity across the three selected time-scales. Based on SPI-3 (A) and SPI-6 (B) time series, drought severity depicts statistically insignificant positive trends in some areas especially in the interior and western regions of the Western Cape Province. These areas include the Berg, Olfants/Doorn and Gamtoos rivers drainage regions of the Western Cape Province. The negative trends are mostly in the eastern interior regions i.e., across some regions of the Breede, and Gouritz drainage regions. For the SPI-12 time series, the trends delineate the Western Province into two regions i.e., western region exhibiting largely positive trends (but near zero) and the eastern region exhibiting largely negative trends. In most parts of the Western Cape Province, the trends are statistically insignificant across the SPI-3, SPI-6 and SPI-12 accumulation periods. 
Implications of Drought Conditions to Agriculture and Water Resources in the Western Cape
Drought assessment and monitoring are essential for improved decisions on agriculture and water resources management and planning. In particular, the SPI index is a commonly used as a drought monitor to regions that are vulnerable to drought conditions. This study analyzed drought characteristics using SPI values derived from rainfall records from 23 weather stations data distributed within the Western Cape Province of South Africa. The motivation for investigating drought characteristics in the Western Cape Province is because there have been persistent drought conditions in the province since 2014. This drought conditions has severely affected various sectors including agriculture and water. The results reported in this contribution suggest that the Western Cape Province has been experiencing mild drought conditions from 1985 to 2016. In particular, drought conditions seem to exacerbate towards the southern Cape regions, covering the Central Karoo and Eden district municipalities. Since these regions are year-round rainfall areas, the results suggest that the area has been receiving insufficient rainfall throughout the year. Insufficient rainfall coupled with warm temperatures often exacerbates evapotranspiration, leading to crop stress and loss of water in the various water reservoirs. This is especially true given that the province's average dam levels during the 2015/2016 hydrological year were below 30% (see Figure 1) . Results also show that the Overberg, Cape Winelands and West Coast district municipalities experienced largely mild drought conditions. The vast majority of these regions are winter rainfall areas suggesting that the drought conditions spread to the winter months. Climatologically, the Western Cape is unique from other provinces in South Africa because this region is characterized by a Mediterranean climate. As a result, the rainfall patterns in the province enable a variety of crops including pome fruit (apples and pears), stone fruit (apricots, peaches & nectarines and plums), table grapes as well as viticulture. The persistence of droughts has therefore affected the production of these crops. Agriculture plays a significant role in the Western Cape economy and therefore the persistence of drought conditions will affect the region negatively. In particular, the agricultural sector is the main employer in the province. This sector also ensures that South Africa maintains its food security status thereby ensuring that the citizens have the necessary food that promotes a healthy prosperous life. Increase in drought conditions will therefore have a significant impact on the agricultural sector, leading to job loses, increase in food prices and other socio-economic impacts. In addition, a decrease in rainfall coupled with other extreme climatic factors (warm temperature, evapotranspiration), particularly, in Eden and Central Karoo areas will exacerbate drought conditions, leading to major decline in the usable water across the Western Cape Province water reservoirs.
Conclusions
The present study used two categories of drought indicators computed from precipitation data sets (1985-2016) from 23 weather stations across the Western Cape Province, South Africa. The first category was the SPI accumulated over 3-, 6-and 12-month time-scales. The second category consists of the four DMI, namely, DD, DS, DI and DF. Analysis of SPI-3, SPI-6 and SPI-12 illustrate that between 1985 and 2016, the Western Cape Province experienced recurrent mild meteorological, agricultural and hydrological drought conditions with inherent spatial-temporal variability. This suggests that the current drought conditions in the Western Cape Province is a manifestation of past drought conditions. The only difference between past and present drought conditions is that the Western Cape Province has now experienced the longest or persistence drought duration. Furthermore, analysis of trends in DMI time series depicts a noticeable spatial-temporal dependence wherein the southern and western parts of the province experienced more frequent, intense and severe droughts compared to the eastern regions of the Western Cape Province. Overall, the ongoing drought conditions in the Western Cape Province have adversely affected agricultural production while the water reservoirs are at a capacity of below 30% implying that the socio-economic impacts of these droughts will continue to reverberate for many months to come. This has led to the National Provincial and local governments and the private sector to hold multi-stakeholder meetings to discuss various options available for drought mitigation in the province and in South Africa in general. In general, results of the study postulate the following inferences:
(a) Over the past three decades, the Western Cape Province has experienced persistent droughts with varying magnitudes and pattern of occurrences. (b) The ongoing drought conditions over the Western Cape Province appears to be a regular part of nature's cycle. Notwithstanding drought conditions of the 21st century, the province has continuously experienced recurrent drought patterns dating as far back as the 20th Century. (c) Analysis of historical drought characteristics based on drought indicators is an important first step towards: (i) placing the current drought conditions into perspective, (ii) contributing towards triggering action and responses on drought preparedness, and (iii) laying the foundation for drought monitoring and development of early warning systems.
